Chapter 12

Can it be Rational to have Faith?

Lara Buchak

. INTRODUCTION

My concern in this paper is the relationship betwizéth and practical rationality. | seek to
develop a unified account of statements of faithceoning mundane matters and those
concerning religious faith. To do so, | consider fense in which faith requires going
beyond the evidence, and argue that faith reqter@sinating the search for further evidence.
Having established this, I turn to the questiombéther it can still be rational to have faith;
arguing that, contrary to common assumptions, theesl be no conflict between faith and
rationality. We shall see that whether faith carpteetically rational depends both on
whether there are extrinsic costs associated waistponing the decision to have faith and the

extent to which potential counter evidence wouldteclusive.

II. PRELIMINARIES

| begin with the idea that faith statements ingielis contexts and in more mundane contexts
express the same attitude and so share some tgpemalcteristics. By ‘faith statements’ |
simply mean statements involving the term ‘faiffhe following are representative

examples:



| have faith in your abilities He has faith that his spouse won’t cheat on.him

| have faith in you He has faith that you won't reveal his secret
She acted on faith She has faith that her car will start
It was an act of faith | have faith that God exists.

| have faith in God’s goodness | have faith in God

These statements share three important featusirttiolve a relationship between the
agent and a particular proposition, between thatagyed a particular (actual or potential)
action, and between the proposition and the evel#me agent currently possesses.

The first thing to notice is that faith statemetytsically involve a proposition to
which the actor involved acquiesces. This is obvimuthe case of ‘faith that’ statements:
when a person has faith thathe acquiesces @' It is also clear in the case of those
statements that can be easily translated intdh‘thiat’ statements: for example, the statement
| have faith in your abilitiess equivalent td have faith that you will be able to do such-and-
such It is less obvious in the case of those statesneatming that an individual has faith in
a person; however, upon further inspection, hafaitt in a person does typically require
acquiescing to particular propositions about tlespn. For example, having faith in a
person might involve acquiescing to the claim thatperson will do the right thing or will
succeed at a task, and having faith in God mighilire acquiescing to (at least) the claims

that God exists and that God is good. By the sakent performing an act of faith or acting

! | speak of acquiescing to a proposition rathen thalieving it because | am not sure that if |
have faith in something, | thereby believe it. Véhtlsounds infelicitous to say ‘I believe that
~X but I have faith thaX’, there may not be anything wrong with sayingdinit know
whetherX—I have no idea whether | believe thébr not—but | have faith tha€. So as not

to prejudge that issue, | make a weaker claim: lthaing faith involves taking the
proposition to be true, that is, ‘going along withbut not necessarily adopting an attitude

we might describe as belief.



on faith seems to involve acquiescing to a propmsiand which proposition one acquiesces
to will be set by the context. For example, if sgttdown one’s own weapons is an act of
faith, then this is because setting down one’s exapons involves acquiescing to the claim
that the other person will then set down his.

The second thing to notice about faith statemisritsat the truth or falsity of the
proposition(s) involved is ordinarily a matter afportance to the actor. For example, it does
not seem apt to state that | have faith that the iNithe longest river in Egypt, because | do
not care whether or not this is true. We do natlatte faith to a person unless the truth or
falsity of the proposition involved makes a diffiece to that person. | might consider
whether to have faitthat my spouse won’t cheat on nré¢hat my car will starfrecisely
because it makes a difference to me whether othese things are true.

Along the same lines, having faith typically inve$ an action: a person’s having
faith in something should make a difference tolledraviour. However, this needn’t be an
actual action. It would be enough for faith thaa herson were put in a particular situation,
she would then manifest the relevant behaviouu(asyy that there are no forces that would
stop her). Faith is thus linked talespositionto act.

This brings us to the next point about the refegiop between faith and behaviour: it
seems that one can have faith in a particular @itipa relative to one action but not to
another. For example, | might have faith that myvei#l start when | only need to drive to
work but lack that faith when | am relied upon tory a life-saving organ to the hospital (as
evidenced by the fact that | may double-check ngirenor arrange for a backup mode of
transportation in the latter case but not the faojmfe person might have faith in God when it
comes to giving weekly donations to the poor baok faith in God when it comes to allowing

himself to be martyred.



There are two ways in which we might interpret fidet that one might have faith
when it comes to the performance of some actiohsituothers: we might say that faith is
context-dependent, or we might say that faith comelegrees. There is something to be said
in favour of each of these approaches. Howevertlven@ne has faith iK expressed by a
particular acA will be determinate on either approach, and sthisewill be our basic unit of
analysis in this paper, we needn’t choose betwaem t

The next thing to bring into the picture is thatenship between the agent who has
faith in X (expressed by some a&tand the evidence he has ¥rWe make assertions of
faith only when the outcome of the proposition ilwedl is uncertain or when the evidence
we have is inconclusive. For example, when a frisnalorried about the outcome of an
exam, we might reassure her by saying ‘I have taiélh you passed’; however, once she
shows us that she got an A we would no longer lsigy €learly, this is not because we are
less willing to acquiesce to the claim that shespdsbut because we now know for certain
that she did. For similar reasons, it seems odtbim to have faith in logical truths.

These considerations suggest that a person chawmetfaith in propositions of which

he is antecedently certain or for which he has kemsinge evidencé.Are there further

2 Although the following worry arises from the pdsility of over-determination. | might
have faith in my friend, and therefore have faltattmy friend hasn't transformed me into a
brain in a vat for his own merriment (this examiglelue to an anonymous referee), and yet |
might be antecedently certain that I'm not a braia vat (on the basis of philosophical
arguments, perhaps). Or | might have complete faithfriend’s testimony, and thus have
faith in anything he says; however, it might bet ti@ sometimes says things of which | am
already certain. What should we say in these caSas?ossible response is to say that a
friend’s testimony simply can’t produce faith iropositions of which | am already certain.
After all, we may think it sounds strange to $ayn independently convinced that | can’t be
a brain in a vat, and | also have faith that yowba't envatted meéAnother possibility is to
claim that these statements, to the extent thatamemagine circumstances in which they

could be uttered felicitously, are really modatimaracter: the actor is claiming that if she



restrictions on which propositions a person caretfaith in? | don’t believe so. Indeed, a
person may have no evidence at all for the projosite has faith in, or even may have
evidence that tellagainstthe proposition. For example, we could imagine sone saying
‘Although she’s spilled all the secrets I've toldrtso far, | have faith that this time will be
different’, or ‘1 don’t think there’s any evidentleat God exists, but | have faith that he does’.
Therefore, that a person has faith thamplies nothing about his evidence ¥raside from

its inconclusiveness. Statements in which the dwsrfaith despite no or contrary evidence
do seem correctly described as cases of faith, #gnamgh they are not cases in which we are
inclined to think that the actor wgiseto have faith; rather, we think his faith is mesged.

We will later see that we can do justice to theidsion between well-placed faith and
misplaced faith.

My final preliminary observation is that havingtfaseems to involve goingeyond
the evidence in some way. The bulk of my argumelhtoe devoted to spelling out in what
way one must go beyond the evidence in order totcasi having faith. | postpone discussion
of this to the next section.

We can now begin to give a formal analysis ohfalts we’ve seen, the term ‘faith’
appears in many different grammatical constructigons might have faith in person you
might have faith in @roposition you might perform aact of faith or you mightact on
faith. We require an account that makes sense of #glleske uses of the term. I've already
pointed out that faith typically involvespmropositionas well as amactionto which the truth
or falsity of the proposition makes a differencprdpose, then, to makaith that X,
expressed by e basic unit of analysis, wheXas a proposition and is an act, and define

the other constructions in terms of this one.

wasn’t independently convinced that she wasn’taanbin a vat, she would have faith that

you haven't envatted her.



It is important that our analysis express theti@iship between the proposition and
the act. | have explained that a person can hatretfeatX only if he cares whethéf is true
or false, and presumably this is because the agault like to perform the act K is true but

would like to do some other actAfis false. So, as a first pass, we might say:

A person has faith tha¢, expressed bx, only if that person performs at
when there is some alternative Batuch that he strictly prefefs& X to B& X

and he strictly preferB&~X to A&~X.

Thus, we might say that the agent bases the truth o, since there is some alternative
action that the agent would perform if he knew thatere false.
This is not yet the whole story, but it does allasvto go a step further and

identify what it is to have faith in a person, aagerform an act of faith:

A personP has faith in another pers@nif and only if there is some aétand
some proposition(sX that express(es) a positive judgment alipstich thaP

has faith inX, expressed b#. °

So, Bob might have faith in Mary because he hdk that Mary won'’t reveal

a secret he tells her, expressed by the act afddiler his secret. Paul might have

% Notice that the judgment must be positive frompbit of view of the agent, in the
sense that the agent has a preferenca&o¢, otherwise the account would be subject
to the following counterexample: we think that parson prefers that his friend
refrain from smoking, even though he thinks hisrid is inclined to smoke, he can’t

appropriately be said to have faith that she wailbge.



faith in God because he has faith that God exrsdstlaat God is good, expressed by
the act of praying. Again, faith only requires agtisition to choose particular acts,
and these acts need not be actually available.
We can now take the next step and identify whigttio perform an act of faith, or to

act on faith:

A person performs an act of faith (or acts on jaitland only if he performs some act

A such that there is a propositi&nn which he has faith, expressedAy

With these preliminaries in place, the rest of traper will elaborate what else faith tbat

expressed b, requires and under what circumstances it ismatito have such faith.

1. GOING BEYOND THE EVIDENCE: THREE VIEWS

Before outlining my own view | consider three ialty promising ways to make sense of the
requirement that faith goé®yondthe evidence. | conclude that each of these attefajis
to reveal a genuine requirement of fafth.

The first analysis claims that faith ¥irequires believing to a higher degree than
one thinks the evidence warrantslore precisely, for an agent to have faittXirhe must
think that the evidence warrants believiXigp some degree, say,but he nonetheless

believes X to degreg whereq >r. As a special case of this, one might think thahf

* | presuppose a standard ‘partial belief’ framewevkere beliefs come in degrees
(sometimes called ‘credences’) between 0 and 1.

® In some of the analyses under review here thd@es not figure into the proposal.
Therefore, for readability, | will say ‘faith iIX’ when | really mean ‘faith thaX expressed by

A, for some particulad\'.



requires believingl to degree 1, even though one thinks that the agglevarrants a definite
credence less than this.

On this analysis, having faith involves being ent¢teed in a kind of partial belief
version of Moore’s paradox: one thinks somethikg X is likely to degree r, but | believe X
to degree glgnoring the issue of whether this could everdimnal—since we don’'t want to
prejudge the issue by assuming there must be oasatsonal faith—there are two problems
with taking this to be a requirement of faith. Eifsseems hard to imagine someone actually
having faith in this sense and, especially, recggithat he has faith in this sense. Yet
having faith seems to be a common occurrence,latabes not involve psychological
tricks or self-deception. Second, because it unthesd one can reliably or stably have faith
in this sense, or even take steps to set onesetf @ve faith in this sense, it does not seem
to be the kind of thing that ethics would requied yet, religious ethics and the ethics of
friendship do seem to require faith in certain sase

The second analysis is more initially plausiblecéling to this, for the person who
thinks that the evidence warrants believiitp degree, faith requiresacting as ithe has
degree of beliefr—that is, performing the actions that he would e if he had degree of
beliefq—whereq > r. Thus, one can maintain a degree of belieHand so avoid
epistemic inconsistency—while still behaving, agarels the likelihood oX, in a way that
goes beyond the evidence. Indeed, the paradox sdesslparadoxical when degree of belief
is cashed out in terms of betting behaviour. Ong#hthe evidence warrants my adopting a
betting quotient of r, but | adopt a betting quatiefq. Again, as a special case of this, we
might think that faith requires adopting a bettqgptient of 1, that is, using p(X) = 1 when
making decisions. This would involve not considgrar caring about states of the world in

which ~X holds when making decisions.



| admit that this analysis has some plausibilitgpwéver, | again think that there are
problems concerning both the phenomenology andstfifaith.

The phenomenological worry is that, on this analyiiith requires simultaneously
keeping track of two things: one’s actual credenaed the ‘faith-adjusted’ credences that
one employs in decision making. However, the phaatatogy of faith doesn’t seem to
involve a lot of mental accounting. Yet perhaps tkinot a serious problem, because the
defender of this view could argue that since fatrelative to particular acts, one only needs
to consider one’s faith-adjusted credences whenngdke relevant decision.

There are two more serious problems arising froafalst that although religious
ethics and the ethics of friendship endorse faitihany situations, they wouldn’t endorse
certain demands that this analysis suggests. Eossider what this analysis recommends
that a faithful person do when asked whether sheves thatX. Since this is an action,
presumably the faithful person ought, if he oughthave faith, to figure out what to do using
his faith-adjusted credences, not his actual ddesie ought to claim to belieemore
strongly than he does; that is, he ought to lid.tBase that endorse faith often strongly
denounce lying.

The second problem is brought to the fore when ovesider the special case view
that faith requires acting as if p(X) = 1. On thiew, the faithful person ought to take any bet
that is favourable on the condition tb@bbtains, regardless of the stakes. So, if askéetto
$1m on a gamble that pays 1 penn) bbtains, the person with faith ¥aought to say yes:
after all, he can disregard the possibility &ffor the purposes of decision making. I'm

extremely doubtful that religious ethics would ers#othe claim that the truly faithful ought



to risk $1m for a mere penny if God exists, espgcince they recognize that the evidence
isn’t conclusive’

So we can dismiss the first two analyses which ttedtin order for a person to count
as having faith irX, he must treat his credenceXras higher than it in fact is, either by
actually raising it or by acting as if it were heghPerhaps these analyses have gone astray
because they took for granted an inadequate acobdwiten faith enters into one’s belief
formation process. They both assume that one exanaith of the evidence dispassionately,
forms a belief, and then decides whether to adijistelief in light of faith. But perhaps the
relationship between faith and belief formatiomisre complex than this assumption
recognizes. Instead, faith might require takinglemce into account in a particular way—a
way that favourX or gives the truth oK the benefit of the doubt, so to speak. Followimg t
line of thought, a third analysis of faith holdsitifaith requires setting one’s prior probability
to p(X) = 1 before examining the evidence. On tsv, one interprets evidence, not with an
eye towards finding out whether or néholds, but in light of the assumption thxatoes
hold. On this view, we might say that faith gbeforethe evidence, not beyond it.

Note that this third analysis is different from tBpecial cases’ of the first two
analyses. On those analyses, the faithful agest$X) = 1 even though he believes that the
evidence warrants something less. On the presahtsathe agent doesn’t have an opinion
about what the evidence warrants that is sepamate the question of whether he has faith.
So let’s say that | have faith that my friend war@teal a secret | told him, and | overhear a
third party complaining that my friend is a gos<im the first analysis, | consider this to be
evidence against the claim that my friend will keeyp secret, but | nonetheless ignore it and

continue to have a high degree of belief in th@wl®©n the second analysis, | consider this

® Perhaps the defender of the second analysis ctaild that his view doesn’t entail an affirmative
answer because betting itself, when the payoffsafevolous, has an inherent disutility. Buisit
not clear that he can respond in this way to tise @awhich the ‘payoffs’ are goods of real value,
e.g., in the gamble that results in a million livest if God doesn’t exist and one life improveddtyi
if God does exist.
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to be evidence against the claim, and | lower nyrele of belief in the claim, but |
nonetheless continue to act as if | have a highedegf belief (I carry on as if no one knows
my secret, and | continue to confide in this frier@n the analysis we are now considering, |
don’t consider this to be evidence against tharglarecisely because | have faith in the
claim. Indeed, there will be no possible evidere tells againsX.

This third analysis has a number of advantagesofey it sheds light on the fact that
there seems to be no good answer to the questioovoh rational person ought to set his
priors. On this view, the reason that there is modganswer is that epistemic rationality stops
just short of this question and faith takes ovee oan't avoid having faith in something,
because one can’t avoid setting one’s priorais vindicates William James’ claim that one’s
non-rational or ‘passional’ nature must determirtainto believe when reason alone doesn’t
dictate an answer, and that the passional naturergléy comes into play in figuring out how
to interpret evidence (see James 1896). It alspatgpan insight of Sgren Kierkegaard’s
pseudonymous Johannes Climacus that reason alonetqaoduce faith; instead, faith
requires an act of will (see Kierkegaard 1846). gty Climacus argues that one can never
get to religious faith by engaging in objectiveuiry because religious faith requires total
commitment to particular historical claims. Objgetinquiry can never yield certainty in
these matters: it always leaves room for doubtRObert Adam’s interpretation of
Kierkegaard, total commitment to a belief requsemmitment not to revise it in the future
(see Adams 1976). Thus, it requires setting p(X)and interpreting any new evidence in
light of this.

However, despite its attractiveness, this vieme®rrect because it is vulnerable to

similar phenomenological and ethical objectionth®ones discussed above. Adams himself

" Technically, one could avoid having complete faitanything, since one could avoid
setting p(X) = 1 for all X. However, if we thinkdhdegrees of faith correspond to setting

lower priors, then one would have some degreeithf fia many things.
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raises the ethical objection: ‘It has commonly b#erught to be an important part of
religious ethics that one ought to be humble, tableh open to correction, new inspiration,
and growth of insight, even (and perhaps espegialynportant religious beliefs’ (Adams
1976: 233). We might add that the ethics involveftiendship similarly do not seem to
require that we remain determined not to abandorelief in a friend’s trustworthiness
come what may.

The phenomenological objection can be bought owdmngidering that anyone who is
acting on faith typically feels like she is takiagisk of some sort. The a&tthat you are
performing on faith (thaX) is supposed to be better than some alternati¥éndlds and
worse than that alternativeXfdoes not hold. But if one is certain tixais true, then doiné
is not a risk at all' On the contrard,is simply an act that, from your point of view,liwi
undoubtedly turn out well. It is like the act okitag a bet on which you win $100 if water is
H,O and lose $100 if it is not. One might reply tiram an objective standpoint, doidgs a
risk—because setting one’s priors is risky in s@mese. But even if that is the case, the view
still fails to explain the phenomenology of actdaith, since they feel risky even from an
internal perspective. What is distinctive abouirigla leap of faith, so to speak, is that you
are fully aware that it might turn out badly—evégau think that it is unlikely that it will.

An additional objection to this third analysis It it cannot distinguish between
cases of well-placed faith and cases of misplaagh.fRecall the above example of the
person who knows that her friend has spilled ah@fsecrets so far but who has faith that he
will not spill future secrets. We likely regarddhas a case of misplaced faith. At any rate,
when we compare this person to the person whaosedfhas never spilled a secret and who
has faith that he will not spill future secrets, thisk that this second person’s faith has a lot

more in its favour. But we cannot make sense afadhithe present view, since rationality has
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no conclusions about which priors are laudablesamce faith enters the picture before any
evidence is interpreted.

So, although this third analysis was initially piismg, it does not ultimately succeed.
On my view, whether someone has faith is not datexite from his priors: a person who
starts out sceptical, but who then amasses evidarfagour ofX, could indeed end up
choosing to have faith iX (consider the conversion of St Paul). Furthermanggrson who
begins by assuming th&tmust be true doesn’t thereby count as having fai¥ credulity

and faith come apart. So do credence and faitiveasill see in the next section.

IV.FAITH AND EXAMINING FURTHER EVIDENCE

There is something to Kierkegaard's idea that arernever arrive at faith by engaging in
empirical inquiry—that faith instead requires ah @fowill. However, this is not because faith
requires a kind of certainty that empirical inquignnot provide, nor because faith must
precede inquiry. Instead, it is because engagir@imquiry itselfconstitutesa lack of faith.
That is, faith requires not engaging in an inquvwhyose only purpose is to figure out the truth
of the proposition one purportedly has faith in.tB® sense in which faith X requires some
response to the evidence aside from that normallyamted by epistemic norms is that it
requires a decision to stop searching for additiemmlence and to perform the act one would
perform on the supposition thét

Consider an example. If a man has faith that hasisp isn’t cheating, this seems to
rule out his hiring a private investigator, openirey mail, or even striking up a conversation
with her boss to check that she really was workatg last night—that is, it rules out
conducting an inquiry to verify that his spouseétisheating. If he does any of these things,

then she can rightfully complain that he didn’t @daith in hergven ifshe realizes that,

13



given his evidence, he should not assign degréeldf 1 to her constancy. Similarly, if |

have faith that my friend will keep a secret, t@ems to rule out asking a third party whether
he thinks that friend is trustworthy. To use agielus example, when so-called ‘doubting’
Thomas asks to put his hand in Jesus’ side toytin@t he has been resurrected in the flesh,
this is supposed to indicate that he lacks faith.

We can say something even stronger: faith seemegjtore not looking for further
evidence even if one knows that the evidenceaslily available For example, consider a
case in which a man simply stumbles across an epgelhich he knows contains evidence
that will either vindicate his wife’s constancysarggest that she has been cheating. He seems
to display a lack of faith in her constancy if hgeas it and to display faith in her constancy if
he does not. And this seems true even if the ecilaas been acquired in a scrupulous way:
we might imagine the wife herself presents the Epeeto the man, as a test of his f&ith.

So we now have the following first pass at a fakhgsis of faith:

A person has faith tha¢, expressed bx, if and only if that person performs
actA when there is some alternative Batuch that he strictly prefefs X to
B& X and he strictly prefel8&~X to A&~ X, and the person refrains from
gathering further evidence to determine the truttiadsity of X, or would

refrain, if further evidence were available

To make this more precise, we might state thid inadition in preference terms:

...and the person prefers to decline evidence rétiaar to view it

8 Indeed, my account can easily explain why presgritim with the envelope could be a test

of faith: it is a test to see whether he will ch@ts acquire further evidence.
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This formulation has an unfortunate upshot, thougimplies that anyone who has faith that
X, expressed by some a@gtmust decline evidence in the matteXadéven if they want the
evidence for purposes other than deciding betweandB. For example, consider the
Christian apologist who has faith that Jesus wagrrected (expressed by, say, the action of
going to church every week) but who combs throdnghhtistorical evidence surrounding
Jesus’ resurrection in the hopes of finding evidetocconvince someone who does not
believe. Or consider the person who intends to dpermrivate investigator's envelope
publicly precisely to show that he has faith in $iuse’s constanéyOn the current

analysis, neither of these acts can be acts of. faitleed, performing them entails that the
agent does not have faith in the proposition instjoa.

The reason that we would say that the apologistdiesin the resurrection even
though he continues to look for evidence is thaddesn’t consider his decision to attend
church dependent on the outcome of his investigatialeed, if he had no desire to convince
other people, he would not look for evidence. Sanhyl, the reason we know that the husband
has faith in his spouse, expressed by, say, thenaot remaining constant himself, is that his
constancy doesn’t depend on the contents of thelgpw, even though it does depend on his
(current) beliefs about whether his spouse is angafo what these examples show is that
the claim that the faithful person does not loakdweidence at all is too strong. Instead, the
faithful person does not look for eviderfoe the purposes of deciding whether to dorAus,
if he does look for evidence, he considers thisckemrelevant to his decision to do

A precise way to spell out that the act doesn’tethelon the evidence is that the
faithful agent is willing to commit té& before viewing any additional evidence in the eratt

of X; indeed, he wants to commit£o In preference terms, he prefers to commA tmefore

® Thanks to Sherrilyn Roush for this example.
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viewing any additional evidence rather than tatfuisw additional evidence and then decide
whether to d@. This covers both the case of the person who lémkso additional evidence
and the person who does look for evidence, buimotder to decide whether to do

We can now formulate my final analysis:

A person has faith tha¢, expressed bx, if and only if that person performs &kt
when there is some alternative Batuch that he strictly prefefs X to B& X and he
strictly preferdB&~X to A&~ X, and the person prefers {to commit to A before he
examines additional evidence} rather than {to pos#his decision about A until he
examines additional evidence}.
| purposely leave it ambiguous whether this seqmeéerence should be strict or
weak, as | think a case can be made for either.vidare on this in section VII.As
mentioned above, my analysis vindicates part ofk€igaard’s insight that faith does require
total commitment, and that looking for evidenceeas that one is not totally committed. But
what one must commit to is act, not a belief: specifically, one must commit tafpeming
an act regardless of what the evidence revealsamdyysis also vindicates the idea that faith
requires an act of will—on my account one consdipokooses not to look for more
evidence (even though doing so might be temptinghieh is difficult to explain if faith
requires a certain degree of belief and beliebisdirectly under one’s volitional control.
One upshot of my analysis is that it is possibleia people to have the same
evidence, the same probability function, and thmesatility function, and perform the same
act, and yet one of these acts displays faith vihageother doesn’t. So, for example, assume
Ann and Erin have the same evidence about Dantgtskeeping ability; that both have
p(Dan will keep a secret) = 0.9; that that bothehtlne same utility functions (that is, the

stakes are the same for both of them). Now asshateetich has a choice whether to ask a
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third party what he thinks about Dan’s secret-kegaibility before deciding whether to tell
Dan her secret. Ann decides to simply tell herete&rin decides to ask the third party, and
then ends up telling her secret to Dan on the advi¢his third party. Here, Ann displays
faith that Dan will keep a secret (expressed byattieof revealing her own secret), whereas
Erin does not display faith, even though she asfopms this act. So the same act in the
same circumstances can be done with or without.fait

The argument so far has told us nothing aboutitearastances, if indeed there are
any, in which faith can be rational. | now turrthiés question. First | briefly explain the

distinction between epistemic rationality and picadtrationality, beginning with the former.

V. EPISTEMIC AND PRACTICAL RATIONALITY

| will assume a broadly evidentialist conceptiorepfstemic rationality: one should

proportion one’s beliefs to one’s evidence. Oneaughaot, for example, simply believe what
one likes or believe what would make one happy.eMyanerally, one should not take non-
truth-conducive reasons as reasons for beliefll lalgo assume a subjective Bayesian
account of partial belief: degrees of belief ob®s probability calculus; one updates one’s
beliefs by conditionalizing on new evidence; and fveople can (rationally) have different
degrees of belief in a proposition if and onlyhéy have different evidence that bears on that
proposition, or they believe the same evidencesbaarthat proposition differently, or they

have different priors? An important feature of this account for our peesis that a rational

19 Depending on how one defines evidentialism, ithtlge strictly speaking incompatible
with subjective Bayesianism, since the latter ai@my set of prior degrees of belief to count
as rational, so that two people could share a lob@yidence and still (rationally) have
different degrees of belief. On the other handatairal version of evidentialism implies that

there is only one rational way to respond to amgivedy of evidence. We could alleviate this
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person can only change his credences in resporesedence—and, in facnustupdate
them in response to new evidence, at least in isdtecares enough about to form beliefs.

To count as epistemically rational, you must préiparyour beliefs to the evidence
and your beliefs must be coherent (in other woydsr credences must obey the probability
calculus). Practical rationality, on the other hatwhcerns selecting the means to achieve
one’s ends.

Practical rationality is the kind of rationalityahdecision theory is meant to
formalize: the values of the ends are made prdxisaeans of a utility function, and the
likelihoods of any particular acts achieving thesels are made precise by means of a
credence functiof On the standard view, subjective expected utfiy) theory, rational
agents maximize expected utility: they prefer tbevath the highest mathematical
expectation of utility, relative to their utilityna credence functions. So if we think of an act
as a gamble that yields a particular outcome iartiqular state of the world—for example, g
={0,, &1; Oy, E; ... ; O, Ej} is the act that yield®; if E; is true, for each—then the value

of this act is:

3" p(E)u(O)
EU(g) —=i=1

In my view, EU theory is too restrictive. Howevsince this is the widely accepted view, and
since | agree that expected utility maximizars practically rational, | will postpone

discussion of my alternative view to section IX.

problem by pointing out that rationality is a fe&twf beliefchange or that evidentialism and
subjective Bayesianism agree about what to do threcpriors have been set.

2 On the debate between realism and functionalisvotathe utility function, see J. Dreier
(1996).
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Before turning to the question of whether faith bamrational, it is worth clearing up
a worry: that the definitions of rationality thatd adopted might not be strong enough. On
the present definition of epistemic rationalityeamay adopt any prior degrees of belief,
including any conditional priors: priors about tleéationship between particular hypotheses
and patrticular pieces of evidence. For exampleragn may rationally believe he has been
abducted by aliens, as long as he also believeshi@vidence he has supports this to the
degree that he believes it. A similar point holbdewt preferences in the case of practical
rationality. Both epistemic rationality and praeficationality, as | define them here, are
notions ofconsistencythe only restriction on degrees of belief is tthaty are consistent with
one another, and the only restriction on preferem¢hat they are consistent with one
another, given one’s degrees of belief in eachiplesstate of the world. However, there is
another notion of rationality, which rules out leeing one has been abducted by aliens and
rules out certain preferences, which we mightegkonableness

| cannot fully respond to this worry in depth heBet it is important that the
consistency notion of rationality and the reasosabés notion come apart quite readily.
Consistency restrictions are structural: they aueparticular patterns of belief or desire,
regardless of the content of these attitudes. @mwther hand, reasonableness restrictions are
substantial: they rule out particular beliefs osides, regardless of which other beliefs or
desires one has. Therefore, we can talk about thkgtrequire separately, and this project is
about the requirements of rationality in the calesisy sense. Or, since this sense of
rationality exhausts the subjective sense of ratitn this project addresses the question of
whether it can ever be ratiorfabm an agent’s own point of view have faith. If we want to
answer the further question of whether it is reabteto have faith—that is, of whether a
person has objective reasons to have faith—we ddress this separately. Indeed, nothing in

my argument relies on the content of the propasstioelieved or desired. Hence the question
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of whether faith is reasonable can be answeredgkingwhether there are any contents for

which it is reasonable to have the patterns okbalnd desire presented in my examples.

V1. PRACTICAL RATIONALITY AND EVIDENCE-GATHERING

It should be clear that on the first two analyskeibh, considered in section lll, above, faith
is irrational. On the first analysis, which reqaitbe agent’s credences to be higher than
those the evidence suggests, faith is epistemicadiifonal, and on the second analysis,
which requires the agent to act as if his belie¢sdafferent than they are (that is, to take
something other than his credences as ‘what hevsdli for the purposes of decision
making), faith is practically irrational, howeveewpell out practical rationality. On the third
analysis, faith is always rational, provided one bansistent credences and preferences
(though one can't, for example, have faith in twattadictory propositions).

On my analysis faith can also be epistemicallyorsdl: that one has faith Ximplies
nothing about one’s degrees of belief or the comsty thereot? Therefore, one can clearly
meet the requirements of epistemic rationality,\asstated them, while having faith—
whether one has faith is completely separate frdvatiaer one is epistemically ratiortal.

But can faith also be practically rational? Faghuires two preferences: a strict
preference foA over the alternatives and a preference not to fookurther evidence for the

purposes of this decision (or to commit&oather than seeing further evidence before

12 Technically, it implies that p(X% 1, but if p(X) = 1 then X is not an appropriatdeaty of
faith, so this is not a restriction on one’s crems) but on what can count as an object of
faith.

13 Even if epistemic rationality requires that onekdor further evidence, it will not conflict
with faith on my definition, since having faith dwet forbid one from looking for evidence,;
it only dictates that one must prefer committingitoact before seeing more evidence to

postponing the decision.
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deciding). Therefore, faith can only be practica#itional if both of these preferences are
practically rational. Assessing the rationalitytiog first preference is fairly straightforward:
strictly preferringA to the alternatives is rational just in c&skas a higher expected utility
than the alternatives, given the agent’s creder@@she first (fairly obvious) restriction on
when faith is rational is this: one’s credenc&imust be sufficiently high as to makehe
practically rational act.

What about the second preference? Can it be edtiorprefer committing té rather
than seeing more evidence before deciding? To addinés question, it will help to have a
canonical example of the kinds of situations inchhthe question of faith arises. Again,
these situations involve an agent performing arfagta situation in which the status of
some propositioX is in question, and in which he prefé& X to A&~X and prefer8&~X
to A&~ X for some alternative a& Let us simplify by assuming that there are only t
alternatives, and that the alternative act is shahits value does not dependXrthat is, the

agent is indifferent betweds& X andB&~X.** To put some concrete utility values in place:

“what if X is something that the agent strongly prefers torle so thaA& X andB& X both
have a high utility? One might think, for examglegt faith in God is typically like this, since
the agent often prefers worlds in which God extistworlds in which God does not exist,
regardless of the agent’s choices. In fact, wedtbuild this into the example without
changing any of the results. In our discussiomnietlaee only two options and two possible
outcomes for each option, and we are only concenigdwhich of the two options has a
higher EU and by how much, that is, with the défere between EU(A) and EU(B). We
know that EU(A) — EU(B) = p(X)(U(A&X) — u(B&X)) + p~X)(U(A&~X) — u(B&~X)).
Therefore, the only thing that matters is the défeee betweeA& X andB& X on the one
hand, and betweei&~X andB&~ X on the other hand. So if we uniformly increasevhiee
of the outcomes in whicK holds, say by replacing the above values with uA& 110,
u(A&~X) = 0, u(B&X) = 101, u(B&~X) = 1, to symboli that the truth oK has inherent
value to the agent, this equation will have theesaalue, and consequently, all of the results

of this paper will still hold.
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u(A&X) = 10 u(B&X) =1

U(A&~X) = 0 u(B&~X) =1

To generalize, let us assume there is a high valuaddle value, and a low value such that
U(A&X) = H, u(B&X) = u(B&~X) = M, u(A&~X) =L,andH>M > L.

Here are some examples of decisions that mightidiecthe relevant values. Consider
an agent who is deciding whether to become a modldaes not have conclusive evidence
that God exists. If God exists, then becoming akmswery good—the agent will experience
all the goods of the religious life. But if God doeot exist, then becoming a monk will result
in the agent living a life that is ultimately wadt€n the other hand, failing to become a
monk is fine, but not great, either way, if we amstthat from a religious point of view
becoming a monk is supererogatory: the agent leeghly the same life as a nhon-monk
whether or not God exists. To take another exaneplesider an agent who is deciding
whether to use his van to transport 10 criticatiyied patients to the hospital rather than
using his car to transport 1 and who does not kanelusive evidence that his van works
(but he has, say, near-conclusive evidence thatanig/orks, or a backup plan in case it
doesn’t). Or consider an agent who is deciding wreto reveal a secret to someone else,
and who does not have conclusive evidence thdtidmel will keep it; or an agent who is
deciding whether to marry a particular person, doeks not have conclusive evidence that
this person will make a good spouse. In each ges&rming the act could turn out very

well or poorly, whereas not performing the acthis same either way.We could think of

1> One might argue that the act couldn’t be the seither way, since, e.g., passing up the
possibility of a faithful spouse (or an opporturtitysave 10 lives) is worse than passing up
the possibility of an unfaithful spouse (or an ogipnoity not to save any lives). | think the

guestion of how decision theory should handle timesaces is an interesting one, but for
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the act as an opportunity for something great—huglay opportunity—that one might take
or pass up.

Let us assume thathas a higher EU thaB, and soA is practically rational given the
agent’s current information. Now we want to knowetiter practical rationality requires that
the agent gather more information before she mha&edecision. There is a theorem that
bears directly on this question: I. J. Good (198¥)wed that gathering additional evidence
(in Good'’s terminology, making a new observatiom) ghen using it to update one’s beliefs
before making a decision always has a higher egdadility than making a decision without

doing so, provided the following two conditions amnet:

(2) It is not the case that the agent will performdbene act regardless of the
evidence she receives.

(2) Gathering additional evidence is cost-free.

If condition (2) holds but, contrary to (1), theeag will perform the same act regardless of
the evidence, then gathering the evidence will Hagsameexpected utility as not doing so.
It is helpful to say something about Good’s setnd about how he calculates the
expected utility of gathering and using additioealdence and that of not doing so. The
expected utility of not gathering additional evidens simply the EU of the act with the
highest expected utility: in our case, EU(A). (8o,example, if p(X) = 0.59, then EU(don’t
gather) = 5.9). The expected utility of gathering evidence is more complicated. We
consider, for each piece of evidence the agenttmegieive, which act will have the highest

EU relative to the agent’s new credence functiaeratceiving that piece of evidence. The

now, | will just assume that facts about what migéwe happened do not make a difference

to the agent’s utility functionor at least that they make a negligible difference.
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EU of this act is the agent’s utility upon recetyithat evidence, since we assume that the
agent will pick the act that maximizes expectetityti(So, for example, the EU upon
receiving a bit of evidende that will result in p(X) = 0.95 will be EMW(A | E) = 9.5, and the
EU upon receiving a bit of evidencé& that will result in p(X) = 0.05 will be EMWB | ~E) =
1). We then need only to weight each of these galttbe value of each piece of evidence, so
to speak—Dby the probability of receiving that pie¢evidence, to determine the expected
utility of gathering additional evidence. (So, Batample, if p(E) = 0.6 and p(~E) = 0.4, then
EU(gather) = 6.1). | note that, throughout, Goosliases that gathering evidence itself has no
utility costs.

Formally, where @A) is the outcome of actiofy in stateS and p($| K) is the

agent’s conditional credence fgrgivenEy:

EU(don't gather) =max; >" p(S Ju(O,(A))

EU(gather) =Y (p(E,)max; 3 p(S | E, u©i(A))

In our scenario, with two possible actions whosktyitalues depend only on the statusof

we have:

EU(don’t gather) :p(X)H + p(ﬂX)L

EU(gather) :zk p(Ek)ma>{M ,(p(X | Ek)H + p(—lX | Ek)L)}

Good proves that unless the agent will do the sarhesgardless of the result of the
experiment—that is, unless the same act maximigaesoted utility for each possible piece of

evidence —then EU(gather) is always higher than EU(don’tga) If the agent will do
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the same act regardless of the result, then tredsewvare the same. In other words, it is
always rationally permissible to make a new obdemaand use it, and it is rationally
requiredthat one do so if some piece of evidence that tmgult from doing so will lead

one to ddB instead ofA.

VII. COMMITMENT AND INTERPERSONAL COST

We can now consider under which circumstances)if ane is rationally permitted, or
rationally required, to have faith. In this sectanmd the next | spell out when it is rational to
refrain from examining additional evidence. | assutiroughout that the other conditions for
the rationality of faith have been met: that theratty credences are coherent and are such
that doingA rather tharB maximizes expected utility. | also assume, as Glams, that for
each ‘experiment’ (or bit of searching) the agertansidering performing, the agent can
assign credences to the possible redtiled conditional credences p(X;] ®© the
hypothesis given each possible result; and thaeifigent performs the experiment, he will
update his credence ¥on the result that he obtains and choose theratttet maximizes
expected utility on his updated credence.

As we saw in the previous section, one case inflwiivould be rationally
permissible not to examine additional evidencéésdase in which the agent will do the
same thing no matter which result obtains. Accaydmexpected utility theory, doing so will
be rational just in case the conditional probabsifp(X | E) are all such thad maximizes
expected utility after updating on each resulodin example, this will be the case in which
p(X | E) > 0.1 for all E, or, more generally, the case in which p(X)|>E(M — L)/(H — L) for
all R.. In less technical terms, this will hold when narfi¢he observations the agent is

considering would tell again¥tconclusively enough.
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However, in these cases the agent will neectly prefer not examining the
evidence; instead, he will be indifferent to whethe examines the evidence or not
(provided, again, that doing so is cost-free).fSweal think that faith requires a strict
preference against examining additional evidenced-eanl mentioned in section IV, | am
not sure which stance to take—then pointing toasituns in which the agent will do the same
regardless of the evidence will not help us.

The other condition under which it would be ratibtweeschew additional evidence is
the situation in which the evidence is costly. 8inoe of the conditions of Good’s Theorem
is that costs are negligible, he doesn’t explaw kmproceed when there are costs. But there
is a fairly obvious way to determine whether thaddg of performing the experiment
outweighs the cost, in expected utility terms. $pdly, we can measure the benefits of the
experiment as the difference between EU(gatherE@on’t gather), whereSs a relation
defined to hold of all evidential resultg &uch that the agent will want to chods# he sees

that result:

EU(gather) — EU(don't gather) -_kz P(EM = (p(X |E)H + p(-X | E()L))

=Sk
The multiplicand in each term of the summatiorhiss EU of performing ~A minus the EU of
performing A, relative to the new evidence Ethe experiment has some monetary or
cognitive cost that is measurable in utility andttioes not depend on which action the agent
chooses, the result of the experiment, or the sfatee world, then it is a simple matter to

determine whether the benefit outweighs the tbst.

1% Since we can only calculate the utility of totaltes of the world, the cost will technically
be a utilitydifferencec such that u(A&X&don't gather) — u(A&X&gather) = B&X&don't
gather) — u(B&X&gather) = u(A&~X&don't gather) — A&~X&gather) = u(B&~X&don't
gather) — u(B&~X&gather) = c.
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However, the costs of gathering evidence neednfhbeetary or cognitive. Indeed,
there are two types of (non-monetary) costs thangearticularly relevant to situations
involving faith: interpersonal costs and the cadtpostponing a decision. We need to
examine each of these, to see whether they couké faéh rational.

The first kind of cost comes up primarily in conttexn which one has faith in another
person. In these cases, lacking faith might irffitsuise harm to the relationship. For
example, one’s spouse or friend might be upsatéfdoesn’t have faith in her, or one might
miss out on certain goods that mutual faith isexguuisite for (a feeling of connection or
security, perhaps). In the religious case, it mlghthat one’s relationship with God will be
lacking if one does not have faith and will be lagkor that fact We might think of these
costs as intrinsic costs to lacking faith.

Before concluding that these costs can play ainalationalizing faith, though, we
should considewhyit should be upsetting to someone that anothesopdiacks faith in
them. | suspect that the most common reason isattzagk of faithindicatesthat the agent is
not as he ought to be with respect to his belirtsdesires regarding the other person, for
example, a husband assigns low credence to thépibgshat his wife is faithful even
though she’s given him evidence through her actasmscharacter that should be sufficient
for a high credence, or he assigns a low utilitgdgatinuing the marriage with her. But these
aren’t complaints against the husband’s lack dhfper se. In one case, it is a complaint that
he is being irrational in a particularly hurtful ywan the other, it is a complaint that he has
the wrong values given their relationship. So themo ‘additional’ cost to lacking faith,
beyond the costs of these actions.

| tentatively conclude that the intrinsic cost atking faithmightbe a way in which
evidence could be costly for a rational agent,tbat this position would need to be further

supported.
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VIII. THE COSTS OF POSTPONEMENT

The second kind of cost that might be associatéd gathering evidence is the cost of
postponing the decision. In the most extreme das&ing for further evidence amounts to
losing the option of doiné. For example, it might be that one’s friend isyoaVailable to
hear one’s secret today, so if one does not reyeale will lose that option forever. Or it
might be that one’s potential spouse has givenaongtimatum. Or it might be that one
needs to choose a vehicle to drive critically iafipatients to the hospital, and any delay will
result in their certain death. In these casespWeeall value of gathering further evidence will
be negative: it will be the difference betweendlkpected value (on one’s current credences)
of doingA and that of doing A, since deciding to gather further evidence is\emant to
deciding to do A.

In a less extreme versioA,might be an action that provides more good to the
decision-maker the earlier he chooses it (in trenethatX holds), so the utility of choosing
A tomorrow might be slightly lower than the utility choosingA today. If we imagine that
the agent always prefers a day of marriage witltaftil spouse to a day of bachelorhood, or
that in the event that God does exist, the agesiem a day spent as a monk to a day spent as
an ordinary citizen, then each day of postponimgdécision is costly.

For decisions where postponement is costly bus doé prevent the agent from
eventually choosing, under what conditions do these costs outweiglhémefit of
gathering additional evidence? To answer this quediet us assume that the only cost
associated with postponing the decision occurberewvent that one eventually ddeand
thatX obtains. Then let us fix the cost of postponirgdlecision while one does a particular

experiment as: specifically,c is the difference between u(A&X&don'’t gather) and
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u(A&X&gather), that is, the difference between dphwhenX obtains without gathering
more evidence (or while committing foregardless of the evidence) and dotghenX
obtains after gathering more evidence. Then thefitesf performing the experiment—

according to the agent’s current credences—is:

EU(gather with cost) — EU(don’t gather) =

kZ p(E )M =(p(X |E H + p(=X | Ek)L))-ckZ p(E.)p(X |E,)

-Ck

Here,Ckis defined to hold when, if the agent were to nezevidential resulEy, he would
still want to choos@, even in light of the additional cost of doiAgf X. Note that the first
term will always be positive, so the magnitudehs second term must be sufficiently high to
offset it in order for the value of performing teeperiment to be negative.

We can say something about when the value of peifig the experiment is apt to be
negative. It will be lower wheais higher; that is, when the costs of doing theeexnent in
the circumstances in which it is costly are hightewill also be lower whei is lower, and

H andL are higher; that is, when there is less of aingklved in doingA. Next, it will be

lower when>” p(E, )p(X | E, )is high. This corresponds to the possibility & #yent doing
k

-Ck

~A as a result of the experiment, even tho¥gh fact holds: the agent might, for example,

get ‘misleading’ evidence that leads to the ratigraformance of an action that in fact has a

lower payoff than its alternative. Finally, it wile lower when " p(E)p(X | E,) is high.
k

Ck
This corresponds to the probability of the agenhg@é whenX holds, and thus having to pay
a cost he otherwise would not have had to payoimunction with the previous fact, the

experiment will have a lower value when p(X) iseaetdently high.
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Thus, holding fixedH, M, andL, in situations in which gathering the evidencevps
costly in the event tha obtains and the agent do&srefraining from gathering further
evidence is more likely to be rationally requir&gl Wwhen this cost is high; (2) when the
experiment is likely to result imisleadingevidence againg, that is, evidence that makes
one ‘miss out’ on the possibility of doifgwhenX in fact holds; or (3) when one already has
a high credence iK.

The fact that costs associated with postponingcesia& can make faith rational
vindicates an observation made by William Jamesjdh he did not express it in these
terms. James argued that when a decision abouttabatieve is momentous—in that it
involves a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, for exale—then it must be made by the will, and
that postponing the decision is a decision infitdé¢ used this observation to argue that it is
rationally permissible to choose to believe in @edn when one does not have conclusive
evidence for God'’s existence. | don't think thasitationally permissible tbelievethat God
exists when one does not have conclusive evidéntes means setting one’s credences
differently from what one has evidence for (tholighnot saying that this is what James is
suggesting). However, | do think that it is sometsmationally permissible (and indeed,
sometimes rationally required!) have faithin God—as evidenced by doing some particular
religious act without looking for further evidenceéa€ircumstances in which postponing the
decision to act is costly.

The upshot of this discussion is that, if we ac&dpttheory as the correct theory of
practical rationality, then faith can be rationalepénding, of course, on one’s credences and
the situation in which one finds oneself. We hasensthree important results in this regard.
First, if we think that faith requires only a wealeference for not gathering additional
evidence—that is, if you count as having faith wlgen are indifferent between making the

decision on current evidence and postponing thesid@e—then faith is rationally
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permissible, but not rationally required, in caseshich no piece of evidence that one could
potentially gather would alter the agent’s decisatout what to do. This will hold when no
piece of evidence will tell conclusively enough imgaX such that doiné will no longer
maximize expected utility. However, if we think tHaith requires a strict preference for no
additional evidence—that is, you must strictly prahaking the decision on current
evidence—then faith will not be rationally permisisiin these circumstancés.

Second, faith (under both the strict and weak readf preference) will be rationally
required in circumstances in which there is anrpgesonal cost to looking for more
evidence; that is, in which lacking faith is insioally worse than having faith. However, it is
unclear whether such circumstances obtain. In nryi@p, the right explanation for the fact
that there are relational goods one can’t get srd@g has faith isn’t that faith is in itself
valuable, but rather that there are some goodotietan’t get if one is more suspicious of
another person than the evidence warrants, orifh@sitates to act on a matter involving the
relationship.

Third, and most crucially, faith (under both reaghis rationally required in
circumstances in which the costs of delaying thasilen are high enough to outweigh the
benefit of additional evidence. Holding fixed thests of delay, whether these costs outweigh
the benefits depends both on one’s credence iprtposition one has faith in and on one’s

beliefs about the potential evidence one might entay.

1" perhaps we could argue that faith is rationah@sée circumstances by stipulating that
every experiment has some cost? However, when n&der that faith requires not just a
(strong) preference for avoiding evidence in thétenaf X when deciding whether to do

or B, but more precisely a (strong) preference for catimyg to a decision before seeing the
evidence, we realize that we would have to stipulaat not committing before performing

the experiment always has a cost, and this isllessible.
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IX. RISK AVERSION AND THE POSSIBILITY OF MISLEADING EVIDENCE

There are two reasons to think that our resulfaisare incomplete. First, one might think
that faith requires more than a preference forgatthering additional evidence—or for
committing to an action before the evidence come# requires a preference for not
gathering additional evidenewen when this evidence is cost-fiéer example, we may
think that the person who examines the privateshgator’s envelope even when there are
no ‘postponement costs’ lacks faith. Second, orghtrthink that EU maximization is too
strong a criterion of rationality, and that one bampractically rational without being an
expected utility maximizer.

While | am sympathetic to the general aim of decigheory, and hold that EU theory
is largely correct in its analysis of practicaloatlity, | nonetheless think that expected
utility theory employs too narrow a criterion oticaality and should therefore be rejected.
There are two motivations for this. The first iattEU theory incorrectly analyzes risk-averse
behaviour for rational agents. An agent is riskragef he prefers a sure-thing sum of money
to a gamble that yields that sum on average: famgte, if he prefers $50 to a coin-flip
between $0 and $138.0n EU theory, the only way an agent can ratiorfadlye this
preference is if he values monetarytcomesn a particular way: in our example, if the utilit
difference between $50 and $0 is greater thanftihiy difference between $100 and $50.
Intuitively, though, there are two different reasdar having this preference. On the one
hand, one might genuinely value increments of monglis way (one’s values for money
might ‘diminish marginally’). On the other hand,eomight think that an increment of $50
adds the same value regardless of whether onaedglhes $50, but care about other

properties of the gamble besides its averageyutiitue: for example, the minimum value it

18 For a more general definition of risk aversiore & Rothschild and J. Stiglitz (1970).
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might yield, the maximum, or the spread of possthiecomes. On EU theory, anyone who is
risk-averse for this latter reason is thereby ioral. However, as | argue elsewhere, | think
that both kinds of considerations could figure iatmtional agent’s preferencgs.

The second motivation for rejecting EU theory igttih misses an important
component of subjective practical rationality. Omeeknow the values an agent attaches to
the relevant ends and the credences he assigms telévant states, we are still missing an
important factor in determining what he ought te-dwamely, how he weighs the prospect of
a high probability of realizing some ends he valagasinst a small probability of realizing
some ends he values much more. Above, | explalmdiecision theory formalizes means-
ends reasoning: utility corresponds to how muchgant values particular ends, while
credence corresponds to the likelihood with whighagent thinks some particular means
will realize one of these ends. We might thinkha# dditional factor, which is missing from
EU theory, as the factor corresponding to whicheweans the agent considers most
effective, not in realizing some particular endaapther but in realizing his ends as a whole,
given that there are many particular ends at stakather words, we might think of this
factor as corresponding to how the agent structinesealization of his goals. This involves
deciding whether to prioritize definitely ending with something ofomevalue or instead to
prioritize possiblyending up with something of extraordinarily highdwe, and by how much.
That is, it is up to the agent how the minimum ealine maximum value, the spread, and
other ‘global properties’ factor into his decision.

What is at issue here is the following: when amagemaking a single decision,
ought he to care only about how a decision would éwt on average if it were to be
repeated, or can he place some weight on, for ebeampw bad the worst-case scenario is?

In an earlier paper, | demonstrated that agentsaghform to an alternative theory rather

19 See L. Buchak, ‘Risk and Rationality’ (manuscript)
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than EU theory—agents who are risk averse in thersksense described above—wiill
sometimes rationally reject cost-free evidence Bgghak 2010). In particular, in scenarios
like those outlined in section XIlI, it will be fiahally required for these agents to commit to
an actionA before looking at additional evidence rather ttmalook at additional evidence
and then decide. This will be the case in situatmith the following properties: (1) the agent
already has a high degree of belieKifthat is, p(X) is antecedently high); and (2) ewde
that lowers the agent’s credenceXisufficiently to make her doA-does not tell conclusively
againstX (e.g., for an experiment with two possible outcensidencé in favour ofX and
evidence £ againsiX, p(X | ~E) is low but still significant).

In short, agents who care about global propertiesancerned with a particular risk
involved in looking for additional evidence: thekiof coming across evidence that makes it
rational to doA even thougtX is true. In other words, they are concerned, atidnally so,
about the risk that additional evidence will beleasling. | already mentioned that the
possibility of misleading evidence will make iticatal for the EU maximizer to reject costly
evidence. However, on my view, the risk of mislegdevidence makes faith rational even in
cases in which there is no cost to looking for ewick. If one accepts my view, then faith is

rational in more cases than it is on standard aecibeory.

X. CONCLUSION

We have seen that whether faith tKaexpressed b#, is rational depends on two important

factors: (1) whether one has a high enough (rafialegree of belief itX, and (2) the

character of the available evidence. Specificélith in X is rational only if the available

evidence is such that no possible piece of evidegitseconclusively enough againét
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There are two interesting practical upshots of tdainclusion. First, notice that in a
standard class of cases, when one has a high defgoegef in a proposition, the odds of any
particular experiment being such that it could tcafly lower one’s degree of belief
decreases the larger the collection of evidencageat already h&8.So, in a rough-and-
ready way, we might say that faithXn(expressed by some particular Atris practically
rational to the extent that the agent’s belieXiis already based on a large amount of
evidence. Second, whether faith is rational dependse kind of world we are in. Faith will
be rational to the extent that evidence ismdinarily very conclusive, or to the extent that
our decisions usually do have postponement costswdh’'t be able to vindicate the claim
that faith is rational regardless of the circumesés But we can explain why having faith is
rational in certain worlds, perhaps worlds likeumdividuals who lack faith because they
insist on gathering all of the available evideneéobe making a decision stand to miss out on

opportunities that could greatly benefit them.

20 As James Joyce avers, it is ‘usually the casethieagreater volume of data a person has for
a hypothesis the more resilient her credence tends across a wide range of additional
data’ (2005: 161).
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